
Prego Plus: Background Notes 

Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time – Year A 

 

First Reading   Zephaniah 2: 3, 3: 12–13 

The Prophet Zephaniah lived at a time (c. 600 BC) when the people of 
Jerusalem and Judea were recovering from the Assyrians: they were ruled 
by weak kings who worshipped idols. Most followed their king, and 
corruption was rife. Ordinary people had to pay heavy taxes.  

Zephaniah here addresses the ‘humble of the earth’, the Anawim. They 
were not so much materially poor as seeking to serve and obey God in 
humility.  

According to Isaiah, it is to such people 
that the Messiah would be sent (see 
Isaiah 61: 1 ff). The Anawim hold fast to 
their beliefs, despite their problems, and 
resist the temptation of worshipping 
other gods. 

In his mercy, God will protect them. 
They will ‘find shelter on the day of the 
anger of the Lord’, and he will make sure 
they form the faithful ‘remnant’ which 
will safeguard the survival of Israel. 

They form the group of people whom 
Jesus calls ‘Blessed’ in his Beatitudes 
(see today’s Gospel). 

 
 

The last verse is a poetic description using common images (compare 
Isaiah 14: 30 or 17: 2) to describe peace. This virtuous remnant will live in 
peace and prosperity.  

Gospel  Matthew 5: 1–12  
 

The Sermon on the Mount 

The Sermon on the Mount is the first of the five discourses which are a central part 
of Matthew’s Gospel. The beginning of the Sermon, which we now know as ‘The 
Beatitudes’, summarises the values of the Kingdom of God.  

Matthew has nine Beatitudes, in contrast to the four from Luke’s ‘Sermon on the 
Plain’ (Luke 6: 20-22), though Luke has a rather different emphasis. Matthew here 
focuses on the spiritual qualities of all who enter the Kingdom, and the rewards of 
true discipleship, suggested in the second part of each verse. 

 

Jesus sits down to teach 

This is a significant detail: when a Jewish Rabbi 
was teaching officially, he sat down. When 
Matthew uses the word ‘taught’ he uses a 
particular past tense which in Greek means 
that Jesus’s teaching was repeated and 
habitual.  

The Sermon on the Mount was not one 
sermon, but rather the essence of all that 
Jesus taught throughout his ministry.  

 

 

The Beatitudes 

The word ‘beatitude’ comes from the Latin beatus, meaning blessed or happy. This 
comes from the Greek makarios, which specially describes the gods.  Thus there is a 
godlike joy in the people Matthew is describing. It is something they already have, 
rather than something they hope to achieve in the future.  In effect, Jesus is saying 
that there is great joy in living out the values of the Kingdom, values the world finds 
difficult to accept and understand.  

Matthew was writing for a Jewish-Christian audience where those in his community 
lived by edicts and rules of the Jewish Law. The Beatitudes point to awareness of 
spiritual need, humility, peaceful living, moral living, and compassion as the keys to 
happiness. 

Most of all, Matthew’s Beatitudes see Christian witness as the core of a happy life.   


